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 introduction
News ?ash: ?he m?s? ?mp???a?? ?h??g ab??? be??m??g ba? ?? ba? m??z-
vah ?s?’? ?he pa??y. N?? ?s ?? ?he p?ese??s. N?? eve? be??g able ?? ?el-
eb?a?e w??h y??? fam?ly a?? f??e??s— as w???e?f?l as ?h?se ?h??gs 
a?e. N?? ?s ?? eve? s?a????g bef??e ?he ???g?ega???? a?? ?ea???g ?he 
p?aye?s ?f ?he l????gy— as ?mp???a?? as ?ha? ?s.
N?, ?he m?s? ?mp???a?? ?h??g ab??? be??m??g ba? ?? ba? m??zvah 
?s sha???g T??ah w??h ?he ???g?ega????. A?? why ?s ?ha?? Be?a?se ?f 
all Jew?sh sk?lls, ?ha? ?s ?he m?s? ?mp???a?? ??e.
He?e ?s wha? ?s ???e ab??? ???es ?f passage: y?? ?a? ?ell wha? a ??l-
???e val?es by ?he ?asks ?? asks ??s y???g pe?ple ?? pe?f??m ?? ?he?? way 
?? ma?????y. I? Ame???a? ??l???e, y?? be??me ?esp??s?ble f?? ???v??g, 
?esp??s?ble f?? v????g, a?? yes, ?esp??s?ble f?? ????k??g ?esp??s?bly.
I? s?me ??l???es, ?he ???e ?f passage ??wa?? ma?????y ???l??es s?me 
k??? ?f ???al, ?? a ?es? ?f s??e?g?h. S?me??mes, ?? ?s a k??? ?f “???wa?? 
b????” ?amp??g a?ve????e. Am??g ?he Maasa? ???be ?? Af???a, ?? ?s ??a-
??????al f?? a y???g pe?s?? ?? h??? a?? k?ll a l???. I? s?me H?spa??? 
??l???es, ?f?ee? yea?- ?l? g??ls ?eleb?a?e ?he quinceañera, wh??h ma?ks 
?he?? e???a??e ???? ma?????y.
Wha? ?s J??a?sm’s way ?f ma?k??g ma?????y? I? ??mb??es b??h ?f 
?hese ???es ?f passage: responsibility a?? test. Y?? sh?w ?ha? y?? a?e ?? 
y??? way ?? be??m??g a responsible Jew?sh a??l? ?h???gh a p?bl?? test ?f 
s??e?g?h a?? k??wle?ge— ?ea???g ?? ?ha????g T??ah, a?? ?he? ?ea?h-
??g ?? ?? ?he ???g?ega????.
Th?s ?s ?he m?s? ?mp???a?? Jew?sh ????al m??zvah (??mma??-
me??), a?? ?ha? ?s h?w y?? ?em??s??a?e ?ha? y?? a?e, ???ly, ba? ?? 
ba? m??zvah— ?l? e???gh ?? be ?esp??s?ble f?? ?he m??zv??.
Wha? Is T??ah?
S?, wha? exa??ly ?s ?he T??ah? Y?? p??bably k??w ?h?s al?ea?y, b?? 
le?’s ?ev?ew.
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xvi Introduction
The Torah (teaching) consists of “the ?ve books of Moses,” some-
times also called the chumash (from the Hebrew word chameish, which 
means “?ve”), or, sometimes, the Greek word Pentateuch (which 
means “the ?ve teachings”).
Here are the ?ve books of the Torah, with their common names 
and their Hebrew names.
 • Genesis (The beginning), which in Hebrew is Bere’shit (from the 
?rst words— “When God began to create”). Bere’shit spans the years 
from Creation to Joseph’s death in Egypt. Many of the Bible’s best 
stories are in Genesis: the creation story itself; Adam and Eve in the 
Garden of Eden; Cain and Abel; Noah and the Flood; and the tales of 
the Patriarchs and Matriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebekah, 
Rachel, and Leah. It also includes one of the greatest pieces of world 
literature, the story of Joseph, which is actually the oldest complete 
novel in history, comprising more than one- quarter of all Genesis.
 • Exodus (Getting out), which in Hebrew is Shemot (These are the 
names). Exodus begins with the story of the Israelite slavery in Egypt. 
It then moves to the rise of Moses as a leader, and the Israelites’ lib-
eration from slavery. After the Israelites leave Egypt, they experience 
the miracle of the parting of the Sea of Reeds (or “Red Sea”); the giv-
ing of the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai; the idolatry of the 
Golden Calf; and the design and construction of the Tabernacle and of 
the ark for the original tablets of the law, which our ancestors carried 
with them in the desert. Exodus also includes various ethical and civil 
laws, such as “You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you 
were strangers in the land of Egypt” (22:20).
 • Leviticus (about the Levites), or, in Hebrew, Va- yikra’ (And God 
called). It goes into great detail about the kinds of sacri?ces that 
the ancient Israelites brought as of ferings; the laws of ritual pu-
rity; the animals that were permitted and forbidden for eating 
(the beginnings of the tradition of kashrut, the Jewish dietary 
laws); the diagnosis of various skin diseases; the ethical laws of 
holiness; the ritual calendar of the Jewish year; and various agri-
cultural laws concerning the treatment of the Land of Israel. Le-
viticus is basically the manual of ancient Judaism.
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 • Numbers (because the book begins with the census of the Isra-
elites), or, in Hebrew, Be- midbar (In the wilderness). The book 
describes the forty years of wandering in the wilderness and the 
various rebellions against Moses. The constant theme: “Egypt 
wasn’t so bad. Maybe we should go back.” The greatest rebellion 
against Moses was the negative reports of the spies about the 
Land of Israel, which discouraged the Israelites from wanting to 
move forward into the land. For that reason, the “wilderness gen-
eration” must die of f before a new generation can come into ma-
turity and ?nish the journey.
 • Deuteronomy (The repetition of the laws of the Torah), or, in 
Hebrew, Devarim (The words). The ?nal book of the Torah is, 
essentially, Moses’s farewell address to the Israelites as they pre-
pare to enter the Land of Israel. Here we ?nd various laws that 
had been previously taught, though sometimes with dif ferent 
wording. Much of Deuteronomy contains laws that will be im-
portant to the Israelites as they enter the Land of Israel— laws 
concerning the establishment of a monarchy and the ethics of 
warfare. Perhaps the most famous passage from Deuteronomy 
contains the Shema, the declaration of God’s unity and unique-
ness, and the Ve- ahavta, which follows it. Deuteronomy ends with 
the death of Moses on Mount Nebo as he looks across the Jordan 
Valley into the land that he will not enter.
Jews read the Torah in sequence— starting with Bere’shit right af-
ter Simchat Torah in the autumn, and then ?nishing Devarim on the 
following Simchat Torah. Each Torah portion is called a parashah (di-
vision; sometimes called a sidrah, a place in the order of the Torah 
reading). The stories go around in a full circle, reminding us that we 
can always gain more insights and more wisdom from the Torah. This 
means that if you don’t “get” the meaning this year, don’t worry— it 
will come around again.
And What Else? The Haftarah
We read or chant the Torah from the Torah scroll— the most sacred 
thing that a Jewish community has in its possession. The Torah is 
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written without vowels, and the ability to read it and chant it is part 
of the challenge and the test.
But there is more to the synagogue reading. Every Torah reading 
has an accompanying haftarah reading. Haftarah means “conclusion,” 
because there was once a time when the service actually ended with 
that reading. Some scholars believe that the reading of the haftarah 
originated at a time when non- Jewish authorities outlawed the read-
ing of the Torah, and the Jews read the haftarah sections instead. In 
fact, in some synagogues, young people who become bar or bat mitz-
vah read very little Torah and instead read the entire haftarah portion.
The haftarah portion comes from the Nevi’im, the prophetic books, 
which are the second part of the Jewish Bible. It is either read or 
chanted from a Hebrew Bible, or maybe from a booklet or a photocopy.
The ancient sages chose the haftarah passages because their themes 
reminded them of the words or stories in the Torah text. Sometimes, 
they chose haftarot with special themes in honor of a festival or an 
upcoming festival.
Not all books in the prophetic section of the Hebrew Bible consist 
of prophecy. Several are historical. For example:
The book of Joshua tells the story of the conquest and settlement 
of Israel.
The book of Judges speaks of the period of early tribal rulers who 
would rise to power, usually for the purpose of uniting the tribes in 
war against their enemies. Some of these leaders are famous: Debo-
rah, the great prophetess and military leader, and Samson, the bibli-
cal strong man.
The books of Samuel start with Samuel, the last judge, and then 
move to the creation of the Israelite monarchy under Saul and David 
(approximately 1000 ???).
The books of Kings tell of the death of King David, the rise of 
King Solomon, and how the Israelite kingdom split into the North-
ern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah (approx-
imately 900 ???).
And then there are the books of the prophets, those spokesmen for 
God whose words ?red the Jewish conscience. Their names are im-
mortal: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Amos, Hosea, among others.
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Someone once said: “There is no evidence of a biblical prophet 
ever being invited back a second time for dinner.” Why? Because 
the prophets were tough. They had no patience for injustice, ap-
athy, or hypocrisy. No one escaped their criticisms. Here’s what 
they taught:
 • God commands the Jews to behave decently toward one another. 
In fact, God cares more about basic ethics and decency than 
about ritual behavior.
 • God chose the Jews not for special privileges, but for special du-
ties to humanity.
 • As bad as the Jews sometimes were, there was always the possi-
bility that they would improve their behavior.
 • As bad as things might be now, it will not always be that way. 
Someday, there will be universal justice and peace. Human his-
tory is moving forward toward an ultimate conclusion that some 
call the Messianic Age: a time of universal peace and prosperity 
for the Jewish people and for all the people of the world.
Your Mission— To Teach Torah to the Congregation
On the day when you become bar or bat mitzvah, you will be read-
ing, or chanting, Torah— in Hebrew. You will be reading, or chanting, 
the haftarah— in Hebrew. That is the major skill that publicly marks 
the becoming of bar or bat mitzvah. But, perhaps even more import-
ant than that, you need to be able to teach something about the To-
rah portion, and perhaps the haftarah as well.
And that is where this book comes in. It will be a very valuable re-
source for you, and your family, in the b’nai mitzvah process.
Here is what you will ?nd in it:
 • A brief summary of every Torah portion. This is a basic overview 
of the portion; and, while it might not refer to everything in the 
Torah portion, it will explain its most important aspects.
 • A list of the major ideas in the Torah portion. The purpose: to 
make the Torah portion real, in ways that we can relate to. Ev-
ery Torah portion contains unique ideas, and when you put all 
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of those ideas together, you actually come up with a list of Juda-
ism’s most important ideas.
 • Two divrei Torah (“words of Torah,” or “sermonettes”) for each 
portion. These divrei Torah explain signi?cant aspects of the To-
rah portion in accessible, reader- friendly language. Each devar To-
rah contains references to traditional Jewish sources (those that 
were written before the modern era), as well as modern sources 
and quotes. We have searched, far and wide, to ?nd sources that 
are unusual, interesting, and not just the “same old stuf f” that 
many people already know about the Torah portion. Why did we 
include these minisermons in the volume? Not because we want 
you to simply copy those sermons and pass them of f as your 
own (that would be cheating), though you are free to quote from 
them. We included them so that you can see what is possible— 
how you can try to make meaning for yourself out of the words 
of Torah.
 • Connections: This is perhaps the most valuable part. It’s a list 
of questions that you can ask yourself, or that others might help 
you think about— any of which can lead to the creation of your 
devar Torah.
Note: you don’t have to like everything that’s in a particular To-
rah portion. Some aren’t that loveable. Some are hard to understand; 
some are about religious practices that people today might ?nd con-
fusing, and even of fensive; some contain ideas that we might ?nd to-
tally outmoded.
But this doesn’t have to get in the way. After all, most kids spend a 
lot of time thinking about stories that contain ideas that modern peo-
ple would ?nd totally bizarre. Any good medieval fantasy story falls 
into that category.
And we also believe that, if you spend just a little bit of time with 
those texts, you can begin to understand what the author was try-
ing to say.
This volume goes one step further. Sometimes, the haftarah comes 
of f as a second thought, and no one really thinks about it. We have 
tried to solve that problem by including a summary of each haftarah, 
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and then a mini-sermon on the haftarah. This will help you learn 
how these sacred words are relevant to today’s world, and even to 
your own life.
All Bible quotations come from the ?j?? translation, which is found 
in the many dif ferent editions of the JPS T???k?; in the Conserva-
tive movement’s Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary; in the Reform move-
ment’s Torah: A Modern Commentary; and in other Bible commentaries 
and study guides.
How Do I Write a Devar Torah?
It really is easier than it loo?s.
There are many ways of thin?ing about the devar Torah. It is, of 
course, a short sermon on the meaning of the Torah (and, perhaps, 
the haftarah) portion. It might even be helpful to thin? of the devar 
Torah as a “boo? report” on the portion itself.
The most important thing you can ?now about this sacred tas? is: 
Learn the words. Love the words. Teach people what it could mean to 
live the words.
Here’s a basic outline for a devar Torah:
“My Torah portion is (name of portion)____________________, 
from the boo? of _____________________, chapter 
____________.
“In my Torah portion, we learn that_______________________
(Summary of portion)
“For me, the most important lesson of this Torah portion is (what 
is the best thing in the portion? Ta?e the portion as a whole; 
your devar Torah does not have to be only, or speci?cally, on the 
verses that you are reading).
“As I learned my Torah portion, I found myself wondering:
 • Raise a question that the Torah portion itself raises.
 • “Pick a ?ght” with the portion. Argue with it.
 • Answer a question that is listed in the “Connections” section of 
each Torah portion.
 • Suggest a question to your rabbi that you would want the rabbi 
to answer in his or her own devar Torah or sermon.
Buy the Book
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“I have lived the values of the Torah by 
_________________________(here, you can talk about how the 
Torah portion relates to your own life. If you have done a mitz-
vah project, you can talk about that here).
How To Keep It from Being Boring 
(and You from Being Bored)
Some people just don’t like giving traditional speeches. From our per-
spective, that’s really okay. Perhaps you can teach Torah in a dif ferent 
way— one that makes sense to you.
 • Write an “open letter” to one of the characters in your Torah por-
tion. “Dear Abraham: I hope that your trip to Canaan was not too 
hard . . .” “Dear Moses: Were you afraid when you got the Ten 
Commandments on Mount Sinai? I sure would have been . . .”
 • Write a news story about what happens. Imagine yourself to 
be a television or news reporter. “Residents of neighboring cit-
ies were horri?ed yesterday as the wicked cities of Sodom and 
Gomorrah were burned to the ground. Some say that God was 
responsible . . .”
 • Write an imaginary interview with a character in your Torah portion.
 • Tell the story from the point of view of another character, or a mi-
nor character, in the story. For instance, tell the story of the Gar-
den of Eden from the point of view of the serpent. Or the story 
of the Binding of Isaac from the point of view of the ram, which 
was substituted for Isaac as a sacri?ce. Or perhaps the story of 
the sale of Joseph from the point of view of his coat, which was 
stripped of f him and dipped in a goat’s blood.
 • Write a poem about your Torah portion.
 • Write a song about your Torah portion.
 • Write a play about your Torah portion, and have some friends act 
it out with you.
 • Create a piece of artwork about your Torah portion.
The bottom line is: Make this a joyful experience. Yes— it could 
even be fun.
Buy the Book
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The Very Last Thing You Need to Know at This Point
The Torah scroll is written without vowels. Why? Don’t sofrim (Torah 
scribes) know the vowels?
Of course they do.
So, why do they leave the vowels out?
One reason is that the Torah came into existence at a time when 
sages were still arguing about the proper vowels, and the proper 
pronunciation.
But here is another reason: The Torah text, as we have it today, and 
as it sits in the scroll, is actually an un?nished work. Think of it: the 
words are just sitting there. Because they have no vowels, it is as if 
they have no voice.
When we read the Torah publicly, we give voice to the ancient words. 
And when we ?nd meaning in those ancient words, and we talk about 
those meanings, those words jump to life. They enter our lives. They 
make our world deeper and better.
Mazal tov to you, and your family. This is your journey toward Jew-
ish maturity. Love it.
Buy the Book
